Naturally-evolved changes in bacterial polysaccharides.
Major roles suggested for extracellular polysaccharides are as antigens, 'phage receptor sites or for protecting cells against dehydration. The evolution of bacterial species has led to a large number of bacterial polysaccharides with complex chemical repeat units. There is growing evidence that such structures may be grouped into families of polymers differing in only small changes in chemical structure. Physico-chemical studies of such families are starting to reveal which variations are important in changing the functional properties of the polymers.